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Few developments in world history arc more remarkable than the
spread of the Romance languages, which are, of course, largely based
on Latin. It is well to realize that Latin is one of the most marginal,
and therefore one of the most primitive, of Aryan tongues. Otto Jespcr-
sen13 pointed this out many years ago; but it is not a fact upon which
classical scholars dwell! Some philologists still maintain that the striking
change from Latin to French, and from Anglo-Saxon to English, is one
of "decay." They would seem to deplore the loss of the cumbrous and
countless inflections. A study of language distributions would show
them that the languages still more marginal than Latin have even larger
developments of inflections. For instance, they arc peculiarly abundant
in Australian aboriginal speech and in certain west African languages.
I venture to predict that philologists, in time, will accept the
following general ecological and cultural "law": ''Marginal languages
arc primitive, and characterized by cumbrous inflections; they evolve by
loss of inflections, and by the development of an analytical character;
this gradual change is illustrated by the concentric zones of actual
languages." This "law" was pointed out by the writer in a tentative
discussion of language evolution in 1921" when the general key to the
whole process (suggested in Fig. 39) was first published.
"Progress in Language, London, New York, 1894, p. 36.
""Evolution and Distribution of Race, Culture and Language" (Geographical!
Review, New York, Jan., 1921).